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During an interview with the New York Times on the evening of Dec. 15, President Daniel Ortega
said his government is preparing a peace proposal that will be presented to the Bush administration
"when the moment is right." He stated that democracy in Nicaragua will flourish once a treaty
normalizing relations with the US is signed. Ortega asserted that the contras had been reduced
to the status of "delinquent bands" and were unable to resume full-scale war. The most serious
threat to peace in Central America, aside from the contras, said Ortega, is what he described as
a rapidly changing situation in El Salvador. The president said Salvadoran guerrillas might soon
approach victory, and he predicted that US troops would be used as a last resort to prevent that
victory. "Logically, a United States military action against El Salvador would be accompanied by an
action against Nicaragua," said Ortega. "This is certain. The action would not come alone. "I see no
way to resolve the Salvadoran crisis other than taking the revolutionary movement into account," he
added. If international conflict does not break out as a result of the Salvadoran insurgency, it could
erupt along the Nicaragua-Honduras border, Ortega said. Several thousand contras are camped
on the Honduran side, and in recent weeks Nicaragua and Honduras have been accusing each
other of crossborder attacks. "The biggest risk is that the contras could provoke a conflict between
Honduras and Nicaragua," Ortega said. "They would be setting off an escalation of war in Central
America. Any conflict between Honduras and Nicaragua would immediately become a conflict
between the United States and Nicaragua." Ortega said he was devoting much of his time these days
to preparing the country's 1989 economic plan. He said the deepening economic crisis was being
felt "in every aspect of Nicaraguan life." New economic measures were introduced in February, and
Ortega said that at the time, he expected this year's inflation rate to be less than 1,500%. As it turned
out, he said, the rate is about 20,000%. Ortega blamed military and economic pressures from the US
for the economic collapse. "People know that the bad economic situation is caused by the war, not
by the government," he said. Although the economy is a principal challenge for Ortega, he has also
focused on possible scenarios for improving relations with the US. In a monologue, he tried to put
himself in Bush's position: "I am Mr. Bush, and I have the experience of eight years under President
Reagan... I, George Bush, have watched his policy in Latin America, and Central America, and I
can see that it did not achieve the desired results. I can't afford to make the same mistakes. I can't
work from the same script the Reagan administration used." "If I want to have a realistic policy,"
he concluded, "I have to take this experience into account, and work for an alternative that involves
negotiation." According to President Ortega, his government's upcoming offer to Washington will
cover security matters only, including proposals for limits on offensive arms and a ban on foreign
troops in Central America. Ortega reiterated that he would not negotiate internal political conditions
with foreigners. But he said a peace treaty with Washington would quickly lead to a loosening of
political restrictions in Nicaragua. Critics argue that the Nicaraguan government would rapidly
quash the opposition if external pressure eases up. Ortega's response to such arguments was as
follows: "When our ports were mined, when Corinto was attacked, when the economic embargo
was imposed, those were moments when we could perfectly well have reacted by confiscating
and closing the newspaper La Prensa, shutting down the political parties, ending pluralism in
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Nicaragua...If we didn't do it in those years, when we had the political chance to do it, we aren't
going to do it now, after 10 years of revolution." (Basic data from New York Times, 12/18/88)

-- End --
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